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15 YEARS OF SPECULATIVE REALISM


EDITORS INTRODUCTION A


Charlie Johns


Correlationism


In 2007, at a conference held in Goldsmiths College, London, U.K., the general ‘intelligentsia’ finally got wind that something peculiar, brave, and significant was happening in continental philosophy (and perhaps even contemporary philosophy at large). It came under the rubric “speculative realism” and organised a group of previously connected1 but rarely related philosophers. Those four philosophers were Graham Harman, Quentin Meillassoux, Ray Brassier, and Iain Hamilton Grant. It has subsequently been said that these four philosophers were predominantly united by one common enemy — correlationism — the idea that Being and Thought can never be distinguished independently of each other. This concept is not only a formal and rationalist problem2 but also an empirical one; the claustrophobic tautology that whatever we encounter, or whatever exists, must first be posited, and hence is always already inscribed into thought itself — whether as a simple Berkeleyianism, of “reality” being dependent upon mind or as exhibiting mental properties, or as a complex Hegelian thesis, whereby the putative limitation of thought upon reality in fact lays claim to a limit identifiable in reality itself, hence subsuming reality into an absolute, dialectical form of thought,3 which we call absolute (or objective) idealism. Now, one consequence of this correlationism is that the “sensible (can) only exist as a relation” (Meillassoux, 2009, p. 2), since the independent qualities of objects cannot be such “qualities” without the perception of such qualities (dependent on myself, a human species, specific organisms, etc.). Hence, the seemingly impossible distinction between Being and Thought is not simply an ontological or speculative enterprise but also an epistemological one, as this “sensible relation” is the bedrock — since at least Kant — of any kind of access to a knowledge, whether “transcendentally” formulated or deduced through the Humean concepts of contiguity, resemblance, and cause and effect.4


This leaves us with a problem: How can we define mind-independent features of the world when our relation to the world is mediated conceptually (amongst other capacities)? Conversely, how can we define and organise thought beyond the ‘being’ of nature or any material ground that propagates it? Concerning the German Idealists, thought does indeed have an autonomous or a priori function (similar to branches of pure logic and mathematics), but it is also complicit in the contingent world of experience (a posteriori). For this reason, the (pre-critical) question pertaining to what something is (essence) transforms into the (critical) question pertaining to how it is that we can know an entity, or, under what conditions can we come to know about an entity? To reiterate, this is because it is unacceptable to speak of entities independent of the ways in which we process them (or co-constitute them). In their own unique manner, the speculative realists propose a way out of this critical monopoly on philosophical questioning (without relapsing into a scientific realism) and rekindle classical arguments concerning space, time, materiality, nature, and objects beyond that of Kant’s correlation of the spatio-temporal as (subjective) inner and outer forms of intuition.


Through the Hegelian lens of reconciling putative opposites and dichotomies qua their dialectical/antagonistic implication, I believe that all four of the original “speculative realists” can be seen to motivate the distinction between Being and Thought whilst supplementing the correlation in some way, shape, or form. For example, Quentin Meillassoux questions the very metaphysical/historical assumptions or conditions of possibility for such a “correlate” to exist and prevail in the first place, yet situates the “facticity” of the correlation within a context of absolute contingency (“hyper-chaos”), which still provides an accessible bridge between thinking and being (the “intellectual intuition” — or “speculative thinking” — of the being of absolute contingency). Another example would be Iain Hamilton Grant’s insistence that Nature’s products (manifestations and Ideas) cannot be reducible to Nature’s elusive Ground. Rodrigo Nunes cites Grant’s idea as follows: nature cannot be identical with its concept because “it is not the result or consequence of reasoning but its logical antecedent”. Any concept “that has nature as its subject must acknowledge its partiality”, since “the judgement that nature is thus and so is itself an expression of the nature in which that judgement arises”, and concepts are “consequent upon the nature of which they are, qua concepts, late expressions” (Nunes, 2024). Hence, although the Being of Nature is given precedence (or antecedence) over “its” thoughts and ideas, signalling a post-correlational philosophy which stresses the chronological and irreducible difference between “production” and its “product”, there is still a more general correlation between Nature and its products mutatis mutandis, whereby all thinking is natural (a product of nature) in some way and all of nature must include thought as part of its reality (at least as an immanent, additive reconstruction of reality as a transforming whole in every instance).5


While Meillassoux picks out the internal contradiction of the correlation itself and designates the facticity of the correlation as a new, radical contingency, Grant picks out the preconceived equilibrium and neutrality of thought and nature to show how such a relation is more charged, creative, and transformative than any normativism, eliminativism, and even transcendental idealism is willing to accept. Graham Harman follows suit by picking apart what he terms the “real” and “sensual” profiles (or “faces”) of the object, which, already to the attentive reader, implies that the aforementioned sensual/sensible relation imparted to Kantian knowledge is only one aspect of an otherwise “real” object irreducible to such a sensual relation. Here, thought and being are most certainly not intrinsically bound together, as thought appears as a sensual relation distinct and somewhat in contradistinction to the non-relational “real” aspect of the object (and this sensual relation furthermore appears as only one relation amongst a plethora of other non-human relations in the cosmos). Far from being a kind of futile dualism (sensual/real), the modality between sensual and real, relation and non-relation, and translated and translatable, instead positively enforces the way that — not just us humans but every object — compulsively reduces the object to a series of engagements, uses, profiles, i.e., a series of relations. In this sense Harman’s thesis is a theory of irreducible (or “withheld”) entities complicit in the reduction of presence (as relation) and is derived more from the Heideggerian legacy of concealment/unconcealment rather than any Cartesian dualism.


I call Harman’s project positive because it indeed affirms the reality of irreducible objects6 (as noumenal or “in-itself”) and also describes the unbinding of the sensual and the real through his notion of “allure” (Harman, 2007). However, one could argue that, if there is no sensual object without a real object prehending (or “bridging”) another real object, and if the real object is only ever disclosed through the register of the sensual, then thinking and being — although distinct in degree or kind — are correlated to each other as a vicarious condition of each other’s emergence (an operation Harman has since called translation).7


Harman’s ontological distinction between the sensual and the real also serves as an epistemological cautionary tale; the reality of the object cannot be reduced to external and outward relations (oriented towards a human or otherwise qua the sensual) as some surface theory of knowledge (“overmining”) but the object also cannot be reduced to the internal (micro) relations of atoms, particles, or any matter-in-motion that will provide a derivative account of knowledge made from the building blocks of smaller and smaller components, which will eventually become completely uniform and arbitrary, as in those strict accounts of materialism (“undermining”). Regarding the initial premise of the correlation, however, Harman can be seen to extend the tautology of “no X without first positing X” (Meillassoux, 2007, p. 49), which human consciousness is putatively riddled with, and multiply it onto every object in the cosmos. German idealism mutates into a German realism, whereby all objects must “translate” their environment (qua relationality) through terms specifically anchored to their particular status as a real object with real qualities (just as how diggers “translate” oil differently from how a fish might, or how a plant may photosynthesise the sun whilst a vampire may be caused considerable distress and even death if exposed to such solarity). Hence, the correlation lives, formulated as the translation of real objects through (and into) sensual ones, untethered from the human-world vicious circle of mediation yet multiplied as the multifaceted translation of one speck of dust to another, a marble upon a table, or the intricate translations (and re-workings) of an “object” such as the New York Yankees.8


Such object-object encounters enter into an array of corresponding intricate sensual and real “qualities” that attempt to do justice to the plethora of individual and diverse objects out there in the universe (and — might I add — the plethora of different kinds of relation9) beyond that of the solely human, cognitive relation to its environment that the critique of correlationism is traditionally aimed at attacking.


Ray Brassier can also be viewed as a thinker who ekes out the discrepancies between the supposed prelapsarian harmony of Being and Thinking that correlationism implies, exacerbating such discrepancies by situating a manifest and scientific realm of the human whose respective findings are at odds with themselves. Whilst this almost validates some of Harman’s insights regarding the distinction between real and sensual objects — i.e., the distinction between the brain as a real object and consciousness as sensually encoded (or perhaps the distinction between neurology and folk-psychology) — one cannot get away from the almost humanist contract (or quasi-correlation) that Brassier implies when he acknowledges the success of enlightenment philosophy in exposing the meaninglessness of reality, implying that thought has “evolved” into a scenario whereby it can disclose the meaninglessness of being as a “truth” or “achievement”. The same type of subjective, neo-rationalist access to a mind-independent reality is performed when he encourages his readers to “think the extinction of thought” as a challenge for philosophy itself, when, alternatively, this activity could be simply dismissed as having no bearing on the reality that exceeds and is indifferent to our (uncorrelated) thought about it. In other words, if the separation of Thinking and Being can be advocated, it remains unclear to what extent thought is accessible to being (or, alternatively, whether this conceptual access can be turned into a knowledge with absolute status).


Having said this, Brassier seems much more nuanced and misunderstood than his other speculative realist brothers. He is not an Eliminative Materialist, and his knack of presenting polarising concepts from both the history of philosophy and contemporary philosophy, such as the manifest and the scientific image (regarding Sellars, Churchland, Dennett, and Metzinger’s work), Nature and Rationality (regarding Horkheimer and Adorno’s critique of the enlightenment project), and his account of unilateral and bilateral relationality (via the work of Laruelle), all showcase various forms of the “irrecusable philosophical wedge between our phenomenological self-conception and the material processes through which that conception is produced” (Brassier, 2007, p. 26). It should be added that, through these remarkable exegetic essays, Brassier is attempting to outline his own form of “speculative realism” (Brassier, 2007, p. 31) that neither gives in to “a pragmatism which vitiates the commitments to scientific realism” nor a naturalism that hinders the alleged inhumanism of scientific rationalism.


Through my specific formulation of each speculative realist figure and their trials and tribulations with “correlationism”, I believe we can all empathise with each of their respective projects and I think we can also argue that such projects have not been resolved or supplanted by any subsequent continental (or analytic) philosophy (but more on this to come).


A Brief Note on Hegel


What all four speculative thinkers seem to be interested in overthrowing is the supposed self-identity of Being; whether through the fallacy of the self-identical object as a self-same totality of interior and exterior (which Harman critiques10), the self-identity (and dogmatic necessity) of sufficient reason (Meillassoux), the transparent correspondence (and self-presencing) of thought with nature (Grant), or the self-identification of Meaning with Being, which Brassier finds most pervasive in Heidegger. This distaste for self-identification is intensified when it is specifically and intrinsically correlated to human thought. Although the majority of the four original members of speculative realism have dismissed Hegel as a master-correlationist (or absolute correlationist), the identity of Being, exhibited through its objects (of knowledge), is always constantly revised and never definitive in Hegel, and is only ever approved retrospectively — as the owl of Minerva always flies at dusk and cannot account for the trajectory of things until it has passed. Not only does this buffering cause a constant discrepancy between Being and Thinking in Hegel, we also find, in his triad of logical categories, that Being was never a singular, self-identical substance that could be identified with Thought in the first place. Being was — and always will be — on the move, as a mode of Becoming and hence a form of determination between its opposing, logical, categorical sides (and not origins): that of Non-Being and Being. Both categories of Being and Non-Being are completely empty (or completely full depending on which way you look at it),11 and both are lacking any differentiation or quality until mediated logically, spatio-temporally, cosmologically, or conceptually. The eternal transition of Being and Nothing qua Becoming, as a movement which — in order to be actual — must pass through itself and be identified (through something else) as X from the “outside”, as it were, is something which is exhibited finitely in every object and subject (as “sublation”). In fact, one could say that it is the determination generated through the logical, dialectical tension of Being and Non-Being (Becoming) which allows for the transition or oscillation necessary for Hegel’s definition of objectivity: the constant movement from a blind process to its vicarious realisation through externality or the “being-through-the-other” of external comprehension, then back into the inner workings of the process (or object) as “Subject” or subjected, whereby essence finds its way somewhere amidst all of these transitions (or contradictions).


Historically speaking, this process produces a “long, painfully educed, glorious result of […] many states of things that are first inert, external, purposeless, mechanical, contingent, irregular, empirical and brutally real” (Findlay, 2019, p. 132), eventually culminating in the “activation of human thought”. In this sense, one cannot technically correlate Thinking with Being in Hegel, because there is no “Being” to begin with: no self-identical or self-present totality of Being that can be reduced to, or even be said to originate in, human Thought. Nor is there a particular form of Thought that can claim some kind of originary superiority over everything else due to the emergence of thought as exhibited through the organism, that is a “logic self-externalised in substantial, objective Nature” (Findlay, 1977, p. xxix). However, the correlation between Being and Non-Being as Becoming is a peculiar form of absolutisation (of categories), which thought indeed exhibits but cannot lay claim to12 (what Hegel called “negative determination”).


Demographic and Context


The demographic of speculative realism must partly come from that side of us who refuse scientific realism in one way or another and see its inconsistencies through the similar lens of the critique of self-identity (and the “view from nowhere”) that Hegel gave us.13 For others, speculative realism may appeal to those who tire of the transcendental idealism that wants us to put unwavering faith in the tautology of analytic statements and the transcendental argument that limits speculative thinking to some arbitrary line marking some specific enabling spatio-temporality (or “condition of possibility”) for thought. Speculative realism also appeals to some of us who have become quickly disappointed with the non-metaphysical accounts of materialism over the last century, which have no concern for origins or conditions, or any criteria of the real, and have no regard for any logical and conceptual resources that would inevitably make intricate and complex our initial dealings with what could only be described pejoratively as an arbitrary and formless account of matter. The linguistic turn definitely warned us that an ambiguously articulated philosophical question (pertaining to abstracts or sets, or properties such as “Being”) may in turn give us the wrong answer (or is simply the wrong question to ask in the first place!), but philosophy could never stop there (even if Wittgenstein wanted to — for a while — and instead play chess). Furthermore, our interest in semiotics in the twentieth century already feels like a quaint form of anthropocentrism until figures such as Foucault and Deleuze made immanent the sign as a material assemblage of power, desire, and “affect”, pointing to a notion of difference/différance or “Other” which always already threatened the self-identity and stability of the signified and relegated the previous semiotic realism to a theory of yesteryear. This prevailing “new” material reality (neo-materialism) — which located carnal, machinic, and palpable “affects” on a “plane of immanence” — already feels like a less “intense” form of “the real” relative to the speculative realism that was to triumph in the twenty-first century.


I’m no scholar of analytic philosophy, but I hear that the specific questions (re)formulated by speculative realism have been recently excavated and reinvigorated through analytic philosophy’s own characteristically rigorous lens. Meillassoux himself is a fine reader of the analytic tradition, Tristan Garcia has been known to dabble, Jon Cogburn (a later proponent of Object-Oriented Ontology) is a teacher of philosophy of mind and philosophy of language at Louisiana State University, and Lee Braver occupies himself with the realism/anti-realism debate that plays more of a part in the analytic tradition than continental philosophy generally speaking. Hilan Bensusan — co-editor with me on this volume — also has analytical sentiments, and their interest in “indexicals” merges the American analytic philosopher David Kaplan with the phenomenological-ethical work of continental philosopher Emmanuel Levinas. I have also recently heard that there is a renewed interest in panpsychism amongst analytical scholars, and this research may provide a fruitful link to Graham Harman’s object-oriented ontology (especially his notion of “polypsychism”, “translation”, and his broader use of “prehension”).


Other than a more peripheral interest in the Levinasian phenomenology of the Other (as an almost postphenomenology directed towards otherness, the infinite, and alterity), the role of phenomenology plays very little part in the speculative realist enterprise. Graham Harman’s work indeed has a phenomenological current that can be traced to Husserl’s “intentional object” and Heidegger’s withdrawn “thing”, but the traditional notion of “intersubjectivity” that ensues from the phenomenological approach turns increasingly into an inter-objectivity where manifestation is converted into “translation” and has an object-oriented and non-human-centred approach. In this regard, those who are troubled with the lack of progress phenomenology has made regarding matters of ecology, geology, and the increasing disintegration of the formal differences between human and non-human, nature and technology, and animate and inanimate objects, may wish to turn to speculative realist theories of the object (and “hyper-object”) as a more rewarding, open, unifying, and democratic approach to such questions. Tom Sparrow’s book The End of Phenomenology (2014) is exemplary of this turn from a “human-centered approach to metaphysics” towards a “complex realm of nonhuman reality” (Sparrow, 2014). In a way, phenomenology is saved by Harman as that particular realm of objects which are always directed towards some human or object; the sensual object is always a mediated object, whilst the real object lies in a realm of indifference, independence, and “withdrawal”.


Regarding the inventory of unsatisfying “realisms” we have since collated — from scientific realism, common-sense realism, materialism and transcendental realism, to a philosophy of language, structuralism/semiotics, and various neo-materialisms — we must nevertheless applaud a prenatal spirit of realism found in a handful of those particular thinkers that predate the speculative realist movement, and hence could be credited with influencing such an enterprise: the quasi-realist univocity and anti-representationalism of Deleuze that has surely influenced Iain Hamilton Grant’s work; the “non-philosophy” of Laruelle, the “Black Deleuzianism” of Nick Land, and the neurological insights of Thomas Metzinger in relation to Brassier’s work; the Cartesian and Hegelian (respectively) neo-rational insights that both Brassier and Meillassoux advocate in very different ways; the mathematical formalisation of ontology in Badiou regarding Meillassoux’s work; and the influence of Aristotle, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, Alphonso Lingis, and Bruno Latour in Harman’s work.


What this demographic and evolving legacy of realism suggests to us is that the trauma of “the real” has intensified and propagated itself far beyond the jurisdiction of Kantian (noumenal) and Platonic-Hegelian (Ideal) metaphysics. Yet this might be because we got Kant and Hegel wrong in the first place. Meillassoux might accuse Kant of reducing “the great outdoors” to the epistemic confines of sensible experience, but Kant’s circumscription of “the conditions of possibility” of experience, as well as his weak and strong accounts of the existence of the noumenal, imply a possible route to the speculative real that grounds his transcendental enterprise. Hegel too — although known for obliterating the existence of both Kant’s Cartesian account of a priori subjectivity, and his account of the noumenal, gives us a constantly unresolved picture of reality, where the “contradiction” of the object (and subject), as that which exists through something else — lays claim to its intrinsically split nature.14 With this in mind, the trajectory of philosophy that follows after Kant and Hegel might not be defined as a giant counter-argument to their claims (to escape a caricatured version of idealism or so-called “correlationism”), but instead could be defined as an attempt to find instances of the real with Kant and Hegel’s insights in mind, e.g. mapping the distinctions between neurological and phenomenal cognitions, analysing the “dialectical” operation encountered in wave-particle duality (which Žižek’s “Parallax View” explicitly defines as a Hegelian notion (Žižek, 2006)). Regarding Kant, as I have previously stated, one may be encouraged to “objectify” the human “correlation” (as “factical”, for example) and look elsewhere for alien life and philosophy. Or, one may wish to insist that Hegelian philosophy — although inclined to apply theories of the absolute to Earth and the specifically tellurian — can be applied to shooting stars, black holes, and dark matter (and even other activations of “Being” and “Non-Being” that are not reducible to the dialectical “Becoming” between them nor the specific form of “Becoming” here on Earth).


I think it should also be added that a speculative realism, such as Graham Harman’s, can be encountered and engaged with through terms that are not necessarily linked to the history of philosophy generally speaking. Most “non-philosophers” (and I do not mean this in the Laruellian sense!) who have equally engaging jobs and hobbies already affirm the richness of the object beyond philosophical questions of its existence (as phenomenal form, essence, or as a “bundle of qualities”). Take, for instance, the numerous artists engaging with Harman’s work, who — although (pedantically) could be accused of being pre-critical practitioners through “our” inherited critical philosophical lens — have a far more intimate and engaging life with objects than us philosophers do.15 Perhaps this is why game designer Ian Bogost became attracted to OOO, and the ecological theorist Timothy Morton along with him; because Harman’s philosophy of objects contains within it both a theoretical and practical way of dealing with (and creating) objects untethered to the critical methods that restrict objects to the hermeneutic method (which includes the history of symbolism and impressionism) or “textual analysis”, or “transcendental” conditions constituted partly through subjectivity, etc. I think this can also be applied (to a lesser extent) to Ray Brassier’s work, as a swarm of non-philosophical, literary, and political “nihilists” have rushed to identify their cause with Brassier’s core statement (Brassier, 2007, p. xi) that “life is meaningless” and that “thinking has interests that do not coincide with those of living” without having to be professional academics.


Speculative Realism?


At this point, it may be worth addressing the almost elephant-like presence in the room: that very few of the four original speculative realists — not to mention those key figures that continue research in the area — identify themselves with the term “speculative realist”. I was patronisingly reminded only recently that “this entire strand of “speculative realism” has since abandoned the term and hasn’t been identified with it for longer than a decade, considerably longer”.16 Yet how much of this dismay is warranted, and how much of it is down to the whims of fashion and the pathological inclination towards self-mutilating ideas, if they happen to spawn into different directions to the ones initially desired? In my humble opinion, speculative realism is a fine term for setting about a loose formulation of the real, which is not reducible to scientific realism nor to any non-philosophical, social, political realism, nor to any naturalism that extends its findings into the ontological domain, nor to any turn to a formal realism of mathematics17 or some poetic, rhetorical meditation on “the Other”. For the most part, the four original speculative realists devise clear arguments and definitions: Harman, for example, does so through what now feels like an almost natural extension of the Heideggerian project of the present-at-hand/readiness-to-hand oscillation and the subsequent concealment and disclosure of Being upon all objects (and not simply reserved for the exacerbations of human thought and perception); Brassier, by eking out a realism that is not eliminated by materialism, a thinking of the real that is not ensconced nor nurtured by what we have come to characterise as Nature after the Enlightenment tradition, and by seeking out a cosmological-psychological position whereby thought is purported to chronicle the trauma of life as it disappears due to its inevitable extinction. Meillassoux, by invoking an “ancestral” time that problematises the “correlationist” argument that Thinking is a presupposition of Being (amongst other manoeuvres that aim to positively deliver us towards the “great outdoors” of the real). In Grant’s work, his insistence that “metaphysics cannot be pursued in isolation from physics” (Grant, 2008, p. x) rids us of the supernatural “appearance qua appearance” (Brassier, 2017, pp. 26–31) thesis that someone like Brassier accuses the tradition of phenomenology of upholding, and therefore speculatively permits an alternative, generative layer of “appearing” which compliments its conditional environment, ensconced within a larger conception of Nature not correlated to purely human philosophies of access. This, amongst other methods, gets Grant out of the correlationist circle for now.


While it seems cogent to say that such formulations of the real come from the Kantian tradition (especially his belief in the existence of noumena), one could easily cite Plato as a precursor to any reality/appearance divide, as well as that unique mixture of the logical and the conceptual that culminates in a speculative Spirit (Geist) that “cannot be adequately grasped through categories or concepts abstracted from finite things, much less from sensible things, because it is not a thing or even like a thing” (deVries, 1988, p. 25). In fact, one may wish to sum-up the speculative realist project as an attempt to engage in “post-critical ontologies”18 after Kant, which, after all, was also Hegel’s objective.


A Politics of the Correlation or the Correlation of the Political?


Whether we endorse the thesis that being is irreducible to thought, or that thought can successfully untether itself from any auto-co-constitutive entanglement with being (and hence can formalise the latter without becoming stymied by the former’s shadow), this should not imply that the two do not implicate each other in some way. Maurizio Ferraris suggests the paradoxical notion that “social objects […] are dependent on the mind, but they are independent of knowledge (i.e., even of consciousness)”. In other words, there is a co-constitutive contract between humans and their “social objects”, yet the act of “documenting” such an object (or artefact), as a form of “material” inscription, allows the object to retain such “data” as a real, mind-independent object, just as “an artefact can oﬀer it’s affordance even in the absence of minds (even a table can be a shelter for an animal)” (Ferraris, 2015, pp. 159–160). What I am trying to give voice to here is the idea that speculative realism does not have to be (and simply is not) an apolitical enterprise due to the realist assertion that being is independent of the political. Take this passage for example, from The Speculative Turn: Continental Materialism and Realism:


If the basic claim of realism is that a world exists independent of ourselves, this becomes impossible to reconcile with the idea that all of ontology is simultaneously political. There needs to be an aspect of ontology that is independent of its enmeshment in human concerns. Our knowledge may be irreducibly tied to politics, yet to suggest that reality is also thus tied is to project an epistemological problem into the ontological realm. (Harman, Bryant, Srnicek, 2011, p. 16)


My opinion on this is similar to the attitude of another of Ferraris’ essays entitled Realism as Emergentism.19 Far from the idea that an essential correlation between being and thought would imply an increased sense of complicity in — and responsibility for — our actions and environment, Ferraris argues that it is because our orientation as human beings has direct consequences upon a real, autonomous reality that our actions are so meaningful. Ferraris says the same regarding epistemology: “if knowledge does not refer to something other than itself, the words ‘subject’, ‘object’, ‘epistemology’, ‘ontology’, ‘knowledge’, and ‘reflection’ would be meaningless” (Ferraris, 2015, ibid.). I think this attitude is reciprocated by all of the original speculative realist figures. Brassier states that “reality […] is indifferent to our existence and oblivious to the ‘values’ and ‘meanings’ which we would drape over it in order to make it more hospitable” (Brassier, 2007, p. xi), and this leads Brassier to suggest that “an underlying trust in the capacities of conceptual rationality” (Brassier, 2006, p. 1) affords us the materials to better ourselves and our world. Both Harman’s and Grant’s work could easily be read to imply geological and environmental concerns regarding a new emphasis on the independent existence of objects themselves (Harman), or the infinitely propagating “ground” of Nature (Grant). Harman’s analysis of the Dutch East India Company in his book Immaterialism (Harman, 2016) is a good example of this new sensitivity towards what constitutes an object and how objects are affected by their environments without being reducible to them. Although Meillassoux affirms a “dead, inert matter”, distinct yet formalisable by thought, this does not have to be concomitant with a fundamental disconnection between human and environment; Meillassoux has an ethical and poetical concern with the world in terms of contingency and this can be found in the “possible existence of god” (“if there is no law of becoming, then becoming is capable even of God” (Meillassoux, 1997)) but also the poems of Mallarme, where he finds a mutual interest in change, contingency, infinity, and eternity valorised into a state of artistry by the French poet. To summarise this shift in one sentence — instead of a collective emphasis on inter-subjective judgements, the consensus of a society, or a tribunal of reason parading itself as an absolute criteria for objectivity, we alternatively have a renaissance of the Levinasian dictum: to have and hold an infinite responsibility towards The Other as completely uncorrelated to us (what Levinas called “alterity”), an uncorrelated other that is also actual, impending, and real regarding the reality of infinity. Although this outside is uncorrelated to us (and is hence indifferent to our thoughts), this does not imply that it would not respond or be affected by the decisions we make concerning it. One could also argue that even the late Kant and subsequent Hegel remain indebted to a human-all-too-human world of judgement when both make rationality an intrinsic “impetus” (Hegel) or “universal law” (Kant) inhering in all of reality, as this makes the “other” or the “independent” simply another internal ingredient of this rational structure. Furthermore, Kant’s demand for a principle of action based on reality’s intrinsic and universal law of reason explicitly embeds human subjectivity as correlated to this rational environment/reality.


Object-oriented thinker Timothy Morton sums up this new, strange, paradoxical proximity to the political in his work on “hyper-objects”. There may be no “outside” for Morton that could be designated as an uncorrelated, indifferent externality, yet his manoeuvre of embedding all objects — whether inanimate, artificial, or otherwise — into a shared common space, performs a similar function as that of Ferraris and the speculative realists. In Morton’s words:


There is no ‘outside’ — just the entire universe of entities constantly interacting, and you are one of them. (Morton, 2021)


The idea goes something like this: if we allow reality to have its own non-human-centred and non-human-oriented existence, we become simply one more object in a vast political ecology of objects. This reveals at least two things: 1) that there is both a false correlation of the political — in the sense that we wrongly believe that we are at the centre of all politically consequential action, and that all political antagonisms can be converted into a “human-all-too-human” realm of human language and semantics; 2) that there is also a politics of the correlation whereby this correlation is grounded in a deeper, metaphysical concern for the intimacy of human and world as a necessary condition of reality (or — going down the Marxist route — that capitalist exploitation encourages the sustainability of the correlation of human-world by making the proletariat a selfish, desiring, and ultimately alienated individual that views everything through a system of exchange for the benefit of an inauthentic ego). It would seem that situating an ethics of responsibility for “the Other” (Levinas) as co-habiting a world (realism) but not co-constituting a world (correlationism) might be a more fruitful way to go regarding notions of the political.


Furthermore, the argument for a mind-independent realism does not presuppose the inexistence of the political beyond the human remit — whether we accept the strong argument that all objects are politically implicated in a world (beyond the immediately human), or the weak argument that natural and man-made objects retain uses and characteristics (and hence political traces) even after we are done with them, even beyond any singular or total act of consciousness dependent on them (Ferraris’ table example).


The New Absolute


Within the last 15 years, there has been somewhat of a mini-renaissance of the philosophical concept of the absolute found in Quentin Meillassoux’s 2007–08 work After Finitude, but also found in the speculative realism movement overall. The general presuppositions and first principles that are formulated regarding the possible existence of an absolute has been a philosophical discourse of yesteryear. That is until only recently, when speculative materialist Quentin Meillassoux openly advocated a thinking of the absolute in terms of “an absolute necessity of contingency” (Meillassoux, 2009, p. 34) and an absolute “great outdoors” regarding an escape from what he terms “correlationism” (and “subjectalism” respectively). There is an almost ironic flavour regarding this position, and it should be further analysed.20 If one instantiates an absolute knowledge, whereby its speculative/deduced content is at the same time indifferent to the human subject (mind-independent realism), then how is it that this knowledge achieves new pertinency in the human who grasps this? Can this instantiation or absolute claim to knowing even be deemed “knowledge” sensu lato, as it certainly does not adhere to the conventional co-constitutive models of truth that have dominated the last 300 years of philosophy, whereby both the “conditions of possibility” and what the subject brings to bear on such raw material, encourages a more supplementary21 account of the real. This perhaps more “normative” sense of the real refers to the history of knowledge we have formulated, such as a human “space of reasons”, evolutionary knowledge (which includes both environmental and organic/subjective adaptation), and knowledge as “transcendentally” (or subjectively) guaranteed (Kant/Hegel). If this knowledge becomes untethered to us (absolutely) then — without sounding overtly philanthropic — how can this help us? In Meillassoux’s project, it seems that we are left “knowing” only the “facticity” of a thing (that it “is”) and that this facticity is mathematically formalisable/formulatable, yet the realm of phenomenological description, moral, and teleological considerations, or a priori necessity has nothing to do with this “realist” fact and can only be subsequently offered up to us as broken idols which comfort us in a time of disappointment or denial; we have nothing to do with knowledge.22 Of course, this non-co-constituting theory of knowledge (as almost passive) compliments Meillassoux’s disavowal of any co-constitutive, co-relational (and hence relativist) account of knowledge (of the real).


The speculative realist movement in general has a plethora of both implicit and explicit references to (what the twentieth-century continental tradition had disregarded as the “dogma” of) the absolute, such as Ray Brassier’s affirmation of the power of truth23 and rationality against the auspices of relativism, and Iain Hamilton Grant’s interest in Schelling’s absolute metaphysics of nature. Even Graham Harman’s characterisation of the “object” — as a non-relational entity or unity — signals an absolute turn in the sense that the “non-relative” can here be quickly interpreted as “absolute”. Regarding Harman’s work, we can discern a much larger shift in the terrain of the absolute — from the all-encompassing, absolute (non-relative), autonomous yet integrational “whole” of Hegel, to the absolute, autonomous independence of the individual or discrete object (or possibly even the “in-itself” of the object). Considering the contemporary compulsion (and obligation) to embed philosophical methods into political paradigms and ulterior forces, we could also consider that this shift in contemporary philosophical readings of the absolute seeps into the collective unconscious, subconscious, and conscious (intentional) activities of political theory and praxis (further assuming that such metaphysical formulations are not without political implications).


Considering the notion of a metaphysical absolute, Meillassoux reminds us that the absolutisation of Being only implies the absolutisation of thinking or knowledge when Being is turned into a sufficient ground, origin, or trajectory (e.g., Hegel) — something that Meillassoux quickly disqualifies (it just so happens that Meillassoux feels ambitious enough to attempt reaching his absolute with a rationalist rhetoric traditionally tied to the legacy of people like Leibniz and Hegel). In fact, not only does Meillassoux refute any absolute grounding of thought with being,24 being “itself” is only absolutised through a major redefining of its original premise, i.e., Meillassoux wants to account for the non-being, coming-into-being, and possible being, etc., of being and hence traditional accounts of being are supplanted by the (necessary) absolute contingency that determines being’s forms (or “facticity”/is-ness).


It is important to state that Meillassoux describes the possible being or non-being of an entity or occurrence as pertaining to specific moments (the possibility of an actual occurrence, which will subsequently pass) and not some hypostatised time (or eternity) where an entities possibility to both exist and not-exist becomes an a priori contradiction. In other words, it is not a contradiction to not exist and then subsequently exist (like the emergence of a God), it is only a contradiction if this happens at the same time (see Meillassoux, 1997). Meillassoux argues that this type of false formulation — of contradiction — makes every entity dogmatically necessary anyway, as a “self-contradictory entity could neither change, nor cease to exist, because it is already what it is not. If something cannot cease to be, nor become anything else, then if it exists it does so necessarily”.25 It is precisely this type of necessity that Meillassoux wishes to do away with, opting for the necessity of radical contingency. Interestingly, Meillassoux equates traditional metaphysical necessity with stasis (contradiction) à la Hegel, whilst he re-characterises his own necessity as non-contradictory, which escapes any eternal or sufficient subsumption/sublation of contingency into pre-existent terms. It is more accurately a specific type of infinity that does not turn in on itself (like Hegel’s eternity) and I think the prefix “after” in After Finitude can help us denote an idea of a contingency which has no room for the object or propositional statement to posit itself as both existent and non-existent (i.e., in a state of non-contingent equilibrium). In other words, Meillassoux’s necessity is not necessary in the sense of an entity’s necessary existence (contradiction) but necessary in the sense that nothing must necessarily be.


That the contemporary absolute is now associated with the non-conceptual (speculative materialism), with “hyper-chaos”, with the necessity of contingency (as well as being offered up as a blanket term for any absolute “blind spot”, “gap”, “whole”, or “not-all” in Lacan and Žižek’s work), shows us that we are some way off the trajectory of Hegel’s absolute idealist axiom. But in speculative realism, a strange inversion appears: it seems that we can know this failure of absolute knowledge (and its failure to correspond to identity). Meillassoux can “absolutely” know the “unreason” driving the facticity of every “thing” (i.e., that it is absolutely true that anything can change from one moment to the next; the abolition of the principle of sufficient reason). The culmination of this “futile” absolute can be found in those passages where Meillassoux suggests access outside of the correlation of being and thought by acknowledging the absolute facticity of our own death (because the thought of our own death is at once terminated before death occurs… yet we can still somehow think it). Graham Harman can also be seen to participate in this inversion of absolute non-knowing by suggesting that there is indeed a “real object” or “essence” behind the encyclopaedia of everyday objects we utilise as Dasein (“being-in-the-world”). However, it is our absolute non-knowledge of objects (or indirect access/allure of objects) which we must uphold instead of “undermining” or “overmining” the object into a set of knowable traits. This is what leads Terrence Blake and others to label Harman’s philosophy as a “negative theology”.26 To conclude, knowledge can find some kind of speculative solace in the fact that there is an absolutely non-knowable real object behind the sensual domain that knowledge exclusively accesses (Harman) or knowledge can find some speculative solace that it (knowledge) cannot know one particular thing (or ground a particular set of things) but instead can know the absolute contingency and unreason that would potentially (absolutely) demolish its adequacy (or accuracy) with regard to any single instance or object (i.e., it is only this precise formulation of absolute indeterminacy that can be known).


It seems that we are left at this crossroads in contemporary continental philosophy: if we wish to posit an absolute which is sophisticated and post-critical enough to endure, then we must set aside the possibility that knowledge can be tethered to this new, alien absolute in any sort of active, positive, or co-constituting (supplementary) way.27 Yet the positing of such an absolute is paradoxically accessed through a type of thought (or where thought reaches its other, a resistance, a “withdrawal”) which appears to be a new manoeuvre beyond Kantian and post-Kantian philosophy.28 Or, alternatively put, knowledge of the absolute is secured if we accept that what this knowledge is of cannot be converted into anything even vaguely resembling the principle of sufficient reason, transcendental (Kantian/Hegelian) identity, or some underlying substance/form.29 Meillassoux in fact makes the same point through his distinction between “metaphysical” and “speculative” thinking — the former is the argument for an absolutely necessary entity (God, Reason, Mind, Nature, “World”, etc.); the latter being the argument for the absolutely necessary possibility underpinning any one particular entity (or that an entity might not “be” in alternative scenarios). In Meillassoux’s own words: “we must uncover an absolute necessity that does not reinstate any form of absolutely necessary entity” (Meillassoux, 2009, p. 34). Harman manages to create a similar manoeuvre by reversing the known-unknown (Meillassoux) into an unknown-known by affirming the reality of independent, withdrawn objects whilst arguing that there is no way to access, define, exhaust — and hence know — these real objects (we cannot know what is speculatively known as the “in-itself” of the real object). However, one could also reverse the unknown-known formula back into the known-unknown in Harman, because Harman upholds the positive non-contradiction found in Kant’s deduction of the existence of “noumena” (or the “in-itself”) as distinct from phenomena whilst simultaneously suggesting that we can never fully account for noumenal entities — the complicit form of sensual/phenomenal “translation” that stymies any direct encounter with the noumenal is turned into a kind of universal science, epistemology, and ontology by designating all “objects” as possessing this primary strife between noumenal and phenomenal modes of existence. In other words, we can know/deduce — through the rift between sensual and real objects and their qualities, and the object’s resistance to overmining and undermining — that there is an unknowable object irreducible to any translation of it.


Speculative Realism Now


The argument for the historical and intellectual coherence, significance, and pertinence of speculative realism has been briefly adopted and answered in the above passages, but there are those who view its bright lights as only an incandescence, and I feel as though I should respond to this opinion as well.


It is simply not true that speculative realism has been left under a bus soon after its initial folly into the mainstream of online blogging and publishing. Whilst it is true that the publishing house Urbanomic seem to have now completely neglected “speculative realist” projects after their exhilarating Collapse series,30 they still continue to promote Meillassoux’s work (as a recent interview lays claim to31). Repeater and Zer0 Books still provide a solid platform for Graham Harman’s speculative work, as well as publishing works from Arjen Kleinherenbrink, Paul Ennis, myself, Maurizio Ferraris, and Ben Woodard and Steven Shaviro (two authors who previously contributed to The Speculative Turn book, published by re.press in 2011). Various other reputable publishers such as Punctum Books,32 Mimesis International, and Edinburgh University Press remain faithful to the speculative realist cause, and the Warwick journal Pli33 still publishes volumes that are open to speculative thinking. Hence, regarding the publishing and general dissemination of speculative realist literature, it seems just as prevalent now as it ever was, with even more of a diverse array of publishers offering contracts to “speculative realist” writers over the last 5 years (other examples include Bloomsbury/Continuum,34 Pelican, Duke University Press, Polity Press, Springer Press, University of Minnesota Press, and Kismet Press).


Furthermore, it is worth mentioning briefly that, although the blogosphere is not what it once was in relation to speculative realist discourse (or any discourse for that matter), there has been an arguably larger congregation and unity between different contemporary philosophical camps at present on social media than any time immediately following speculative realism’s inaugural presentation in 2007. In fact, one could easily view those early, formative years as the progressive segregation of various speculative realist ideas due to their ongoing refinement.35 For an example of the ongoing openness and inclusivity of speculative realisms within current philosophical discourse, we could turn to the book entitled Subject Lessons: Hegel, Lacan, and the Future of Materialism, edited by Russell Sbriglia and Slavoj Žižek, a book which should be categorically against any formulation of reality designated by the original four speculative realist members.36 However, correspondences, citations, and references have been made between Graham Harman and both Žižek and Sbriglia (all jovial and somewhat sympathetic of each other’s respective projects) through a series of published and unpublished engagements. Catherine Malabou has also engaged with both Žižek and Harman’s work (many of these can be found in the De Gruyter open-access journal Open Philosophy) as well as Malabou endorsing my own speculative-dialectical twist on Object-Oriented Ontology (Johns, 2022). Hilan Bensusan’s recent symposium concerning his book Indexicalism: Realism and the Metaphysics of Paradox (Bensusan, 2021) brought together thirteen contemporary philosophers, with at least five of them having speculative realist inclinations,37 whilst psychoanalytically leaning thinkers such as Todd McGowan and Duane Rousselle appear at least empathetic towards insights of speculative realism.38 One could argue that Slavoj Žižek bridges the psychoanalytic with the speculative realist as he did contribute to The Speculative Turn in 2011 and has also managed to revive Lacan into a significant area of debate regarding materialism and psychoanalysis. However, it seems much more cogent, in my humble opinion, to allocate this marriage between Lacanianism, materialism, and speculative realism as the growing acknowledgement of Hegel’s own deeply speculative philosophy and its concern with psychology formulated as “self-alienated spirit” (see Hegel, 1977, pp. 294–297).


These are but four examples of a plethora of socially endearing correspondences between camps as diverse as Schellingians, neo-Hegelians; the various Badiouians and Meillassouxians working between the matrices of mathematics, philosophy, contingency, and negation; the animated Lacanians that oscillate between sex, gender, revolution, and anarchy; the Marxists and Leninists that always seem to have some podcast or other; the neo-nihilists that gravitate towards neo-rationalism more than to the previous Schopenhauerians, Nietzscheans, Stirnerites, or Baudrillardians; and on and on the list goes.


For those sceptics or cynics who think that “speculative realism” is dead, just take one look at the list of contributors presented in this volume. In fact, this volume attests to at least two initial things: 1) that work (and development) is being made in the respective camps of Harmanian, Meillassouxian, Brassierian, and Grantian philosophies; and 2) that enough time has elapsed for earlier, more tentative folk to appreciate and associate themselves with the movement. Let us look at the first of these two propositions.


Layout A


As you can see, Hilan and I have arranged the first half of the contents of this book in a way that sincerely corresponds to the work of each original speculative realist.


Looking at Graham Harman’s tribute section entitled Speculative Objects, we see a group of young and emerging talent who considerably bend and appropriate the original tenets of Object-Oriented Ontology to consider new ways of formulating technology and artefacts (Kleinherenbrink) and mathematical models (Ardoline). It is worth mentioning here that we received over twenty essays dealing with a variety of areas concerning Harman’s OOO, clearly indicating that his work is in fact increasing in significance, more so today than ever before.


Iain Hamilton Grant’s tribute section, entitled Speculative Nature, is represented by two extremely well-versed scholars of “Naturphilosophie”: Tyler Tritten in relation to Schelling and Žižek, and Leon Niemoczynski in relation to Schelling but also Grant’s specific reading of Schelling. Tritten argues that Schelling must be seen as already a prototypical realist, usurping many of his lesser-known passages against idealism and providing us with a much-needed service of tracking the contemporary interpretations of Schelling, from Gilles Deleuze to Slavoj Žižek, through Andrew Bowie and Markus Gabriel, enabling us to contextualize Grant’s work via the history of naturphilosophie and metaphysics in general. Niemoczynski re-introduces some of the more essential points originating in Schelling’s thesis — yet exacerbated in Grant’s work — such as whether the phenomenological reduction made by human consciousness (as an act intended for human consciousness) is essential to the phenomenological method itself and — more speculatively — to human beings in general. Niemoczynski also responds to the different accounts of Being in Hegel and Schelling, as well as the Platonic theory of matter that influences Grant’s work. Niemoczynski ends by calling his own philosophy a “transcendental naturalism” that “admits to the reality of the vital negative” in both Hegel and Schelling’s work.


In our tribute section to Quentin Meillassoux, entitled Speculative Contingency, our focus turns to Meillassoux’s ambiguous relationship with the intellectual project of Hegel and how he manipulates Hegel’s account of identity and contingency. If Hegel can be said to “abolish” the “thing-in-itself”, so that only a “relation between subject and object remains” (Meillassoux, 2009, p. 37), this is not to emphasise the self-identity or transparency of the relation but to make the relation itself irreducible to a specific property of the universe, a certain instantiated knowledge, or a certain presence. Ørjan Steiro Mortenson argues that contingency is just as necessary as necessity itself for Hegel and that one should not be prioritised but dialectically instantiated. This more open debate between Meillassouxian and Hegelian accounts of necessity and contingency will surely yield fruitful results, which aim at reshaping the very definition of such terms beyond the relativistic, probabilistic theories of certain linguistic propositions, certain methods of scientific falsification, and the “empirical contingency of material objects”. Hegelian dialectics might argue that Meillassoux’s “hyper-chaos” is consistently inconsistent (absolutely inconsistent), which may deem it a sort of science, whilst Meillassoux’s argument is that this inconsistency is incapable of guaranteeing the consistency of scientific discourse. Both would argue that absolute contingency (in either its dialectical or chaotic forms) must be upheld for the necessary existence of any true proposition, yet Meillassoux would go further and add that this absolute contingency must also attend to the possible non-existence (or inexistence) of physical laws.


What begs more attention, as a possible offshoot of a Meillasouxian “speculative materialism”, is the proper attention to dialectics outside of the historical/materialist tradition. Meillassoux adamantly refutes contradiction (opting for the principle of non-contradiction) mainly because, if something both is and is not, contingency then loses its absolute dominance as a means of determining what is and is not. If something both is and is not, is both present and absent, then any non-metaphysical theory of movement is hence ensconced within a Hegelian metaphysics of immanence and eternity, where an object is simultaneously becoming and not becoming at the same time. This is indeed Hegel’s position: that the absolute — or identity par excellence — is (qua retrospection) already there, and it is the subject or object’s operation of negation (of self-othering) that initiates movement as a mediation of this absolute. This structure of movement is dialectical in that it presupposes that Being is already full, complete, and reconcilable, whilst the meta-movement is merely the mediation of the whole, which appears as a kind of pseudo-becoming of the object. But the Being of its Becoming (X) is already established at the same time as it moves into its opposite. However, it is Hegel’s anti-foundationalism — or auto-production — that adds the caveat that what is conceivably “absolute” must integrate the movement of this negation as an addition to Being itself, as infinitely additive and supplementary (and hence constantly revisable).


It is also worth noting Dustin Zielke’s closing essay in this section, which refreshingly argues that the phenomenological attitude which Meillassoux so criticises, when “properly understood”, establishes “the material referent’s real independence from the referrer” and not its co-constitutive “givenness”. This essay contributes to the intersection of Meillassoux studies and phenomenology by developing a counter-notion: that phenomenology can be correlational without being correlationist.


I cannot think of two better representatives of Ray Brassier’s work — other than the exceptions of Pete Wolfendale and Reza Negarestani40 — than that of Daniel Sacilotto and Evrim Bayindir. Sacilotto has been following Brassier for some time now and his current research focuses on “the reconciliation of rationalism and materialism, and the methodological relation between epistemology and ontology in contemporary philosophy”.41 He is currently editing a full-length monograph tentatively titled Saving the Noumenon: An Essay on the Foundations of Ontology and his uniquely tailored paper in this section, called “Speculative Nihilism”, achieves nothing less than a total genealogy of nihilism, culminating in Brassier’s particular brand of nihilism as serving an “epistemic” and “speculative” role in contemporary philosophical discourse in the form of a stubborn disenchanted realism (suggesting future routes for nihilism’s zest regarding mathematical formalisation and contemporary science). In Sacilottos words: “the project of disenchantment must be extended to render experiential mediation intelligible as different modalities through which it is possible to know of a world indifferent to thought and life”.


Evrim Bayindir has the courage to acknowledge the “elephant in the room” regarding contemporary, theoretical strands of nihilism (what Bayindir calls “the negativist turn”) and its relation to continental philosophy, most notably that of Gilles Deleuze’s project of active and reactive forces. If Deleuze, following Spinoza, asserts that no reactive force can be fully untethered from a context, passage, and actualisation of active force, then Bayindir uses Brassier’s work as a counterclaim to this in order to suggest a radical finitude of thinking and life that rids us of any vitalist, active impulse or infinite horizon of being; “the function of Brassier’s reactive force is to effectuate the aggressive movement that irreversibly terminates the active forces which strive to secure thought’s all-pervasive perpetuity”. Bayindir then goes on to suggest that Deleuze develops a theory of the “irreducible superiority of active forces”, arguing that the irreducible element beyond reactive force anticipates the movement of speculative realism: the irreducible object of OOO, the irreducibility of nature (Grant), or the irreducibility of “the real” (Brassier/Meillassoux) to any human correlate of thinking/knowing (or any reactive force of human interpretation42).


Layout B


In the second half of this book, we move toward a more general Analysis & Impact of speculative realism, which is not aimed at any one of the original speculative realist figures in particular but at the movement as a whole. This section includes an essay by Micah Tewers on the ancient theme of justice and its renaissance in the works of the four original speculative realists. Tewers’ paper achieves the joint objective of locating speculative realism within a much larger and more consolidatory tradition of philosophy while pointing at cutting-edge attempts in (twenty-first century) philosophy to rework the concept of justice into realist positions. In Amanda Boetzkes’ paper, we are invited to think the rise of Earth-imaging technologies as the inception of a new form of ecological thinking, which simultaneously de-privileges the human perspective whilst placing the object Earth as but another vulnerable, contingent, and arbitrary object in the universe. Boetzkes’ response is an art after truth which mediates its environment as a new force of reality (or the real). Boetzkes uses many enlightening examples of arts realism after truth such as forensic architecture, global theatre, Graham Harman’s OOO, media theory, and performance art. Our final section provides brand new interviews with two of the original speculative realists, Graham Harman and Ray Brassier, followed by an interview from one of speculative realism’s most understated instigators, Alberto Toscano. Toscano was partly responsible for creating the initial speculative realism conference in 2007 at Goldsmiths, University of London (along with Collapse/Urbanomic and Ray Brassier himself). Toscano moderated that event and also took Meillassoux’s place43 at the second “Speculative Realism/Speculative Materialism” conference at the University of the West of England, Bristol (UWE) in 2009.


Speculative Realism… Again…


Philosophers, theoreticians, and practitioners that are not conventionally seen as speculative realists are lining up to participate in this book, because sometimes the dust needs to settle before one can truly appreciate the initial project of speculative realism and identify what it was about those four figures that have influenced their (our) present projects and ways of thinking. Regarding the unresolved charm of speculative realism, authors of subsequent projects like “new realism” (Ferraris) and “transgressive realism” (Braver) have come to show their debt to speculative realism by contributing to this book in some direct or indirect way.44 But in no way can such “realisms” be said to overcome what those initial four speculative realists forged out for us. In fact, I would describe Ferraris’ work as returning to a naive, pre-critical, or common-sense residual realism, which nonetheless provides a lingering function even after post-critical and speculative realist considerations. Braver’s thesis is less an affirmation of realism (although he has proposed a “transgressive realism”) and more a steady, historical analysis of how “realism” and “anti-realism” have come to be defined through both analytic and continental traditions (tracing both to Kant), and although I disagree with the claim that Kant (and furthermore Hegel) “accepts the basic anti-realist picture” (Braver, 2007, p. 8), Braver’s sheer depth of knowledge on the subject and technical prowess should be applauded.


Like in the 1990s, when an Eastside rap artist disses a rapper from the West, first comes the malicious taste of contempt, then perhaps humility, but soon after comes the awareness that some other posse, hood, celebrity, or academic has publicly recognised and acknowledged your existence. This act should be construed as a particularly novel, backwards, and indirect form of respect, and it is a respect exemplified here, in those authors who have contributed to this book while being neither indirectly nor directly related to the speculative realist movement. Of course, there have also been many who have used “speculative realism” as a straw man in order to raise their own profile (only ever achieving this temporarily), yet never with enough intellectual creativity, force, or merit to achieve a significant counter-philosophical position or movement of their own.


We have already spoken about Slavoj Žižek’s admiration for Harman’s object-oriented ontology, exemplified through their well-known public debate at the Southern California Institute of Architecture (SCI Arc), but Žižek also admits that OOO’s language has found a long-lasting place in his own discourse (as well as the vibrant materialism of Jane Bennett).45 That Ray Brassier would even consider contributing something to this book is evidence that not all of “speculative realism” can be successfully reduced and caricatured as a “movement whose most signal achievement thus far is to have generated an online orgy of stupidity”.46 Perhaps it is testimony to the idea that every significant event in one’s (intellectual) life holds a sentimental place in one’s heart — however confusing, turbulent, and quarrelsome it may have first appeared to be. In this sense, we are all obligated to confront speculative realism again — not “first as tragedy and then as farce”, but first as provocation and then as commitment; as an asceticism based on fidelity to an event.


Hilan and I flirted with the idea of writing a purely historical account of the last 15 years of speculative realism, starting from the now infamous conference at Goldsmiths, University of London, in 2007. However, as we know from Hegel, every form of looking back instantiates a new determination of that past, and furthermore, it soon felt like an act of slander because we recognised that speculative realism was still going on, still developing, and still pertinent in contemporary philosophical discourse. If one tilts one’s head and squints one’s eyes hard enough, one will see a perfectly natural continuity between the original four speculative realist figures and a large demographic of current philosophers who occupy themselves with an increasingly diverse variety of philosophical fields;47 the neo-rationalism of Negarestani and Wolfendale amongst others points to Brassier’s influence, exemplified in their most recent respective book projects, Intelligence and Spirit (Negarestani, 2018), and The Revenge of Reason (Wolfendale, 2023). The various forms of “transcendental” or “dark” naturalism found in Niemoczynski (2017) and Woodard’s individual works (2020 and 2013) signal a debt to Iain Hamilton Grant. Fabio Gironi can be seen to extend Meillassoux’s work by placing him in direct dialogue with the domain of analytic philosophy, especially the work of Wilfrid Sellars (Gironi, 2017). Bart Zantvoort’s recent textual engagement with both Hegel and Meillassoux48 regarding the absolute status of necessity and/or contingency — and its various metaphysical, dogmatic, and speculative groundings — seems apt considering the enduring freshness of Meillassoux’s project and the recent rejuvenation of Hegel in both continental49 and analytic50 camps. It is also worth mentioning the publication of The Meillassoux Dictionary (Gratton and Ennis, 2014), which signalled a prolonged future interest in Meillassoux’s work. Regarding Harman’s philosophy, I myself have been occupied by the possible distinctions between relation and non-relation, relation and object, and themes of interior and exterior influenced by his work for about 4 years now, culminating in my book projects, The Irreducible Reality of the Object (2020), and then later, Object Oriented Dialectics (2022). I also know of a dozen other thinkers who have been undertaking serious engagements with Harman’s work, such as Niki Young, Jon Cogburn, Micah Tewers, Niels Langballe, Levi Bryant, Gabriel Yoran, Tristan Garcia, Ian Bogost, Steven Shaviro, Timothy Morton, Tania Rossetto, Iman Frouzesh, Erfan Ghiasi, Joseph Bedford, Tom Sparrow, Arjen Kleinherenbrink, Hilan Bensusan, Manuel DeLanda… The list goes on.


I have attempted the impossible task of crystallising speculative realism while extracting its quintessence. I have charted its rise, from that unique conference in 2007 in London, through 15 years of expansion and reception, to its current state alongside other present-day discourses on post-Kantian philosophy, neo-Hegelianism/rationalism, realism, materialism, and its influence on other “non-philosophical” subjects such as art, architecture, politics, psychology, media studies, and environmental studies. I hope this book may lead to further investments in speculative realism, more collaborations and interdisciplinary engagements. I believe it has been an extremely inclusive enterprise, which this volume attests to through its rich diversity of authors… But Hilan may say otherwise in his own introduction…


London, January, 2023.
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Notes


1 Ray Brassier and Alberto Toscano have translated some of Meillassoux’s works in 2003 and 2004, as well as Ray translating After Finitude in 2008 (1 year after the speculative realism conference). Brassier also “acknowledges” Graham Harman in his debut book Nihil Unbound (2007).


2 Explicated in Rene Descartes’ distinction of “thinking” and “extended” substance for example.


3 For example, Hegelian “contradiction”.


4 Before Kant, I think one could successfully argue that, for instance, Cartesian thinking substance and extended substance do not need to be seen as co-constituted substances. Of course, pre-Descartes, there is a plethora of pre-critical ontologies that do not imply “correlationism”, for example, Aristotle.


5 “[B]ecause thought occurs in the same universe as thought thinks, it remains part of that universe whose elements in consequence now additionally include that thought”, Grant (2013).


6 Or it at least safeguards a domain of objects irreducible to “undermining” and “overmining” (these terms will be explained in the next few sentences).


7 However, Harman has briefly discussed the notion of “dormant” objects, which are real objects that have not come into contact with any other object/s or relation/s. This thesis could affirm the discrete existence (being) of real objects distinct from any sensual form of relation/prehension.


8 Part of this notion seems to be formulated on the premise that certain ingredients (or parts) of an object can undergo change (or be destroyed completely) without affecting the integrity of the object (such as a major league baseball team) as a whole/unity.


9 If we are to affirm the position that all objects are on the same footing, then I do not believe that this should be turned into a univocity, where we have different objects yet it is the same inter-objective relation that constitutes all of them. We should analyse how the notion of relation is drastically transformed depending on the object’s qualities and capacities. Not all sensual relations are sincere in the same way and not all real relations of fission and fusion exist in the same chemical, physical, spatial remit. I don’t see why this has to contradict the notion of a “shared common space” of objects because the “space” in which something relates (as sensual) can be different to the “real” space in which the object occupies, and the sensual can always find a way to transform the real.


10 For example, Harman states that the essence of an object (its real qualities) can emerge through outside entities. Harman, 2011, pp. 106–7.


11 Being and Non-Being are described as being abstract, having no qualities, i.e., exempt from — or prior to — any dialectical determination into qualities.


12 Thought cannot lay claim to a specific account of Being or Non-Being independently from one another, as such categories are always co-implicated in the Becoming of the subject and the determination of any actuality, i.e., Becoming is strictly the relation between (actuality of) Being and Non-Being.


13 Exposed in such questions as the following: can objectivity be objectively accounted for? Or, is objectivity really commensurate with our epistemological capacities — as a known fact included or hypostatised from that structure of objective reality in which we come to adduce this fact in the first place?


14 This contradiction in Being takes over the more distinct, non-contradictory opposition of phenomena and noumena in Kant.


15 As well as a variety of computer scientists, see Yoran (2018).


16 I have also been recently told by an admirer of speculative realism that secondary writings on the original philosophers are equally as redundant. Apparently, it has “become a kind of funny thing writing about Meilassoux now, a bit cultish feeling”, which does not seem to harbour any encouraging remarks on engaging with the texts for the sake of their content.


17 Orensan (2020) shows very clearly that Meillassoux is more allegiant to a form of materialism and that he denounces mathematics as existing as a reality in-itself.


18 See the essay “What Are Post-critical Ontologies?” (Nunes, 2024) and see J.P. Caron’s response in Speculative Realism Today, Bloomsbury, 2024.


19 See https://www.academia.edu/38149400/Realism_as_emergentism_pdf


20 How can one reconcile absolute contingency with human thought (or “intellectual intuition”) when the absolute is in excess of the human? Or must thought simply witness this greatness as it too fades into the absolute chaos where all cows are black?


21 This is epitomised in Hegel’s account of consciousness as making explicit what was already implicitly true in its activity. It is as if the missing piece to the real is the awareness of the real.


22 For instance, knowledge is not co-constituted through the standard, phenomenological methods of subject-object found in both Kant and later Hegel, neither is it a property of subjective ideation, mind or mental context (Berkeley), nor the demarcation of various linguistic instantiations.


23 Ray Brassier states “I am a nihilist because I still believe in truth” in an online interview here: https://xylem.aegean.gr/~modestos/mo.blog/i-am-a-nihilist-because-i-still-believe-in-truth/


24 It is obvious in Meillassoux’s opening two chapters of After Finitude that his “speculative materialism” derives its pertinence from a description of being prior to thinking (the existence of the arche fossil, for example).


25 See https://deontologistics.co/2009/09/11/meillassoux-and-contradiction/


26 See https://terenceblake.wordpress.com/2021/10/13/graham-harmans-the-third-table/ or https://itself.blog/2011/02/08/ooo-a-negative-theology-of-the-object/


27 An alien absolute in the sense that subjectivity does not sublate the absolute as a category intrinsic to — and necessary for — its full realisation or resolution (Hegel).


28 Hegel’s dialectical and antinomical thinking comes to mind here, but instead of thoughts “other” or “opposite” being speculatively “reconciled” or “sublated” by a supplementary mode of identity, we have a speculative form of philosophising which outstretches any identity capable of integrating thinking and being into a transparent relation that can account for itself causa sui.


29 Regarding substance, it is not “matter” which is absolute in Meillassoux’s work (although Meillassoux uses a “speculative” account of “matter” to break out of “correlationism”, i.e., the persistence of the “arche fossil”). Matter is not absolute because matter could be otherwise, and this “otherwise” is the hyperchaos driving materiality and not materiality itself.


30 See https://www.urbanomic.com/series/collapse/


31 See https://www.urbanomic.com/document/founded-on-nothing/


32 Although Punctum Books’ “Speculations” series has been officially discontinued (see https://punctumbooks.com/imprints/speculations/), they still continue to publish works of speculative thought.


33 See https://plijournal.com/volumes/


34 Hilan and I will be working with Bloomsbury on a new philosophy project in 2024.


35 For example, the productive disagreements and conceptual distinctions between Graham Harman’s object-oriented philosophy and Levi Bryant’s own rendition.


36 Whether as against Grant’s naturalist leanings, Harman and Meillassoux’s phenomenal/noumenal distinction, or Harman, Meillassoux, Grant, and Brassier’s generally apolitical and non-psychoanalytical leanings regarding the autonomy of realism from any human implication.


37 Graham Harman, Steven Shaviro, J.P. Caron, Jon Cogburn, and myself.


38 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ct-bxomoq0 and Umbr(a): The Object, Umbr(a) Journal, 2014


39 Both Wolfendale and Negarestani were asked to contribute in this volume. Negarestani had no “note-worthy material” on Ray, whilst Wolfendale agreed but found that the imminent deadline for his paper made any genuine and rigorous undertaking of Ray’s work unfeasible.


40 See https://www.urbanomic.com/contributor/sacilotto-dan/


41 Reactive forces “separate active force from what it can do such that the latter becomes-reactive”, as Deleuze has in his reading of Nietzsche.


42 Meillassoux was unable to attend.


43 Ferraris agreed to answer some interview questions for this book concerning speculative realism, but due to issues of length, it will be published elsewhere. Braver had also written an essay on Heidegger and Harman which will now be published at a later date.


44 This can be found in Hamza et al. (2016).


45 See https://thecharnelhouse.org/2011/05/30/ray-brassier-on-the-speculative-realist-movement-including-his-reaction-to-my-satiric-manifesto-of-speculative-realistobject-oriented-ontological-blogging/


46 And discourses in the life sciences, mathematics, technology, and media studies, gender studies, science-fiction studies, artificial intelligence studies, global studies etc.


47 Which can be found in this volume.


48 To name but a few: Frank Ruda, Agon Hamza, Rebecca Comay, Slavoj Žižek, Charles William Johns, David Kolb, Reza Naderi, Todd McGowan, Jean-Francois Kervegan, and Stephen Houlgate.


49 After the Pittsburgh School (i.e., Robert Brandom, John McDowell, etc.), Robert Pippin, Willem DeVries, and Paul Redding come to mind.









15 YEARS OF SPECULATIVE REALISM


EDITORS INTRODUCTION B


Hilan Bensusan


I believe that the movement of speculative realism was a breakthrough.


The rest of this introduction will be my attempt to explain my belief and to qualify my claim. To be sure, a note about “breakthrough” is in order from the outset. Philosophy is certainly larger than what goes by its name — and surely is not consigned only to its professionals. Further, the idea of a breakthrough appeals to a narrative, to a history of certain kinds of philosophy that leaves aside other kinds either because they are marginal or because they are simply out of sight of those who do professional philosophy and have tacit beliefs about its history.


To narrate its history often entails displaying some biases that are not acknowledged, let alone questioned. It is in this perceived history of recent philosophy that speculative realism was a breakthrough — that is to say, within the narratives that are often academically reinforced and, surely, to a large extent within the narrative of recent history that the movement, or some of its proponents, have put forward. After making this initial caveat, I can reformulate my claim, without (yet) enlarging it too much: I believe the movement of speculative realism was a breath of fresh air for those involved in the most reinforced narratives of recent philosophy. My own belief in this claim was motivated by my perception of what was going on in philosophy; it seemed to me that a door was open towards a place that was rarely found in my general image of the professional area. This door and this place are what I attempt to describe here. If I manage to do it, the qualified idea of a breakthrough will somehow make sense.


It is within these boundaries that I agree with Charles Johns when, in his introduction, he writes that speculative realism is a fine term for setting about a loose formulation of the real. As I attempted to show in my contribution to this volume, “Realism and speculation beyond Speculative Realism”, the movement opened the gate for varieties of realisms that were not quite conceivable before either (1) because the shadow of Kant loomed large, or (2) because philosophers thought the very term “realism” was to be forsaken once enterprises like onto-theology or the metaphysics of presence are exorcised.


As for the shadow of Kant — (1) in the disjunction above — or rather a certain shadow of a certain Kant, the movement helped curb it by providing it with a name: correlationism. With the name given, it is already easier to think beyond it. Meillassoux, however, did more than revamp this term from Husserl’s writings as he diagnosed an era of the correlate where, apart from the attractors of weak and strong forms of correlationism, there was also another tendency, that of making the correlation itself absolute — that is, apart from the intermittent disposition to simply ignore the correlation (Meillassoux, 2009). Weak correlationism considered the correlation between us and the world to be unavoidable as far as knowledge and other cognitive endeavours are concerned. Strong correlationism extended that to thought in general — it cannot escape the correlation. The attempt to make correlation itself the absolute that correlationism intended to dismiss, which he called subjectalism or metaphysics of the subjectivity, simply accept that correlation was here to stay, and the best one could do about it was to promote it to the furniture of the universe or to show that it is shared beyond the limits of the human. Meillassoux’s aim, which is arguably the de jure point of departure of all speculative realism, was to avoid correlationism, weak and strong, while making no compromise with the view that correlation is unavoidable or absolute. Further, he aimed at no simple rejection of correlationism: there was a lesson to be learned from Kant without walking his path. The extent to which the aim of fully exorcising correlations was fulfilled by any speculative realism — and by Meillassoux’s own brand of speculative materialism itself — is debatable but besides my point. (Some of the contributions in this volume — the ones by Zielke and Tritten, for example — among many other texts have directly or indirectly addressed the issue.) What matters here is the diagnosis and the aim set up by Meillassoux, for it is the diagnosis and aim that somehow make the breakthrough effective. The “real” in Charles’ phrase is the one that can be found, or explicitly struggled to be found, beyond correlation. Part of what I mean by the door and the place opened by speculative realism is also a reference to overcoming correlation, and not simply replacing one version of it for another. Notice that the aim formulated from Meillassoux’s work can turn out to be partially or completely unreachable and that the formulation itself can be seen as being biased, inappropriate, or just inadequate, but still it provides a glimpse of a door and a place that were previously unconceived and that envisage a formulation of the real hardly available before the movement.
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